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60/COMMENTARY OCTOBER 1985 
i\liddle East. Public opinion does 
provide a context, however, in 
which policy is made, and it sets 
the parameters for change. The fact 
that the American public remains 
so sympathetic toward Israel is 
bound to give policy-makers pause 
before they consider any shift in 
Middle East policy. 
It is true that the public will 
turn on Israel when its interests 
are thought to be contrary to those 
of the United States, as was the case 
during the Beirut hostage affair 
and during much of the Lebanon 
war. It is also true that the Arabs 
have made impressive strides in im-
proving their standing with the 
public, a trend that coincides with 
the increasingly intense and sophi~­
ticated propaganda effort currently 
being waged by the Arab states in 
this country. Unfortunately for the 
Arabs, however, greater support for 
their cause has not eroded support 
for Israel. 
Mo<eove" it will he "'"'h hr for the Arabs to go frorn 1~"'- , 20 percent than j t was to ' • _ 
from l to 10 percent· 5, 1n . h "1 • 
' . PJt , '9 · · 
them has oscillated heti,etn , j 
and 14 percent for the I·ist · •t i · 
. • SIX,._ · • 
and 1s now nearer the low ·- · 
Arab leaders may continue ~ 
on the United States to ad to al 
.. h d d" l' ope • even an e po icy in th \f 
die ~ast, but t~e American e~ 
remams committed to suponn.... i· 
Israel. · --, r 
"Our Genius": Norman Mailer & the Intellectuals 
I F THERE is one thing the case of Norman Mailer teaches us, it is 
that ideas matter, that they shape 
the common life both of the indi-
vidual and of the culture. For the 
ideas propagated by Norman Mail-
er, along with those of such figures 
as Norman 0. Brown and Paul 
Goodman, exercised a tangible in-
fluence in dragging America out of 
the Eisenhower years into the 
Aquarian age of the 60's and be-
yond. And in advancing those ideas, 
Mailer had the enthusiastic sup-
port of a perhaps surprising num-
ber of the major intellectuals of 
our time. 
At this point it may be hard to 
see just what was so magnetic about 
Mailer in the first place. To date, 
CAROL IANNONE teaches English litera-
ture at Iona College in New York. Her 
articles in COMMENTARY include "A 
Dissent on Grace Paley" (August) and 
"The Secret of Mary Gordon's Success" 
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Carol Iannone 
his prolific but uneven output has 
yielded a number of notable books, 
but he can hardly be said to have 
borne out the ecstatic expectations 
that many once attached to him 
(and some still do). The fact is, 
however, that it was not entirely in 
terms of literary excellence that he 
exercised his appeal on people 
languishing in the supposedly arid 
air of the late 50's; he spoke, rather, 
to a hungering need for getting the 
life of the mind into touch with 
the life of the instincts. As Irving 
Howe sums it up for the "New 
York intellectual group" in Peter 
l\fanso's Mailer: His Life and 
Times, a 700-page compendium of 
reminiscences by family, friends, 
associates, and colleagues,• "We 
were essentially rationalistic people 
for better or worse-he was still 
able to get at certain ,things we 
could not. We admired it, I think 
even envied it. He was our genius." 
Peter Manso, author of three 
other books (one on Mailer's 1965 
campaign for the New York Ult 
mayoralty) and a friend of ~(ula_ 
'· 
has here done a skillful job of ea r. 
ing the interviews he condOOll "· 
with some 150 people from ll 
\ 
corners of his subject's life-Bred. 
lyn childhood, Harvard, the :af'lll. 1 
New York, European travel, H• , .. 1 , 
\vood, Provincetown, etc. \\"e bm· .. , · 
from actors, artists, sports figlll& • ' 
writers, editors, scholars, la.._..,. .... 
policemen, army buddies, colI-. ·• t:· · 
.... 
chums, secretaries, as well u • . 
''"' sorted family and friends. So.r \\ 
knew -Mailer personally, somt 119 
fessionally, some both. Manso 
S.j!:,, 
>j-,.. 
arranged the reflections chronollt •K 
ically, so that we get a sense of•· .,.;,. 
going biography and have the... f. 
vantage of hearing many (~ .... 
conflicting) voices describe an • 
dent or period.-The book oc 
ally bogs down in details too 
for a reader to care about, and. 
ward the end especially, it dcgd'. 
•Simon&: Schuster, 718 pp .. $19.95. 
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,1es into a breathless advertisement 
:,,r \failer's career (apparently still 
'Xl1,ed at the edge of transcen-
':1nce). On the whole, however, 
;:ien the nature of the subject, 
'.{ 11 /cr is a valuable exercise, if 
:~rhaps sometimes against its own 
, ·: 11entions. 
I . ro be sure, not all the members 1 the "New York intellectual 
.: 0up" that adopted Mailer as "our 
;,n1us" were blind to the morally 
.. 1urbing aspects of his work, the 
I .:c of the i?stincts being notorious 
I .. •: d1sruptmg more ordinary de-:lllies. Specifically, his now legen-
.. ,11 essay, "The White Negro" 
"'.,;), celebrating what he called 
:p>terism," offered as an example 
, courage that might drive two 
. 011g eighteen-year-old hoodlums 
, heat in the brains of a middle-
! candy-store keeper, thereby at-
! Jing the institution of private 
I .. perry and "daring the un-.. :,J\l'n." This was greeted at the 
I .:1e by Norman Podhoretz as "one j · 1he most morally gruesome ideas 
.. 11e ever come across, and which 
. !1cates where the ideology of 
i''terism can lead." But a year 
er Podhoretz expressed sympa-
, "with Mailer's latest effort to 
. 1mtain a sense of huge possibil-
. el'en if one is totally out of 
gn for the New York Cir1 iipathy with some of the doc-
1lty) and a friend of Mailer. 11es he has recently been preach-
·e done a skillful job of edn ' .. And William Phillips, the 
e interviews he conducted '<nor of Partisan Review, observes 
ome l.IJO people from :11' : \tailer that "while 'The White 
; of his subject's life-Brool· \·~ro· was considered intellectu-
ldhood, Harvard, the arm'. I: " nonacceptable, it was still ac-
ork, ~uropean travel, Holh· ;.iub~e. fo~. purposes of fictional 
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1ctors, artists, sports figurt". ::·~ really i~nore~ the ugliness of 
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Now read the entire explosive expose ... 
THE MEDIA'S WAR AGAINST ISRJ 
by Stephen Karetzky l!t Peter Goldman 
Introduction by Congressman Jack Ke 
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"caught short being a leftover 
Dreiser or Dos Passos." And as 
Mailer himself comments here: 
Writing "The White Negro" em-
holc · ! ed me to raise more . •1es-
t1on~ .... It ga • e me the c0 ... rage 
to make remarks of the order of 
"I shall attempt to answer the 
question of"-the oft-quoted sen-
tence in which I list all those 
things-"murder, suicide, orgy, 
orgasm, incest," and so forth. My 
true purpose as a writer, I rec-
ognized, might be to tackle ques-
tions like that. They were going 
to be my frontier, and if I had 
any chance at all of becoming a 
great writer it was to move in 
that direction. 
NoT long after "The White Negro," 
however, Mailer's real-life flirta-
tions with violence (which had to 
that point found outlets in drink-
ing and brawling), pas~ed over into 
the nearly fatal stabbing of his 
second wife, Adele, and it began 
to be clear just how much the pub-
lic and private selves had fused. 
Mailer's lawyer, Joseph Brill, de-
clared at the time that "This is a 
talent that must be protected," and 
Mailer himself pleaded his own 
cause by telling the judge, "If you 
put me in Bellevue, it will be an 
indictment of my work as the work 
of a crazy man" (emphasis added). 
While not everyone went so far 
as the friend who felt that Mailer 
"finally did to Adele what should've 
been done years earlier," or as his 
mother, who reflected, "If Norman 
would stop marrying these women 
who make him do these terrible 
things ... ," there were many who 
believed he could not be held re-
sponsible for his deed, who saw 
him as a victim of uncontrollable 
forces, who worried less over the 
state of his soul than over the state 
of his career. In Mailer, playwright 
Maria Irene Fornes seems alone to 
have glimpsed how profoundly 
Mailer's public role had superseded 
ordinary moral considerations: 
Norman I saw about two months 
after the stabbing. I wasn't close 
to them anymore, but he told me 
that at first they said that Adele 
had fallen on something, on 
broken glass, but then he'd de-
cided the next day, "After all I 
couldn't hide behind a woman's 
skirt." To me that was really so 
sad and ugly. I mean, he stabbed 
her. An ordinary person commits 
a stabbing, he doesn't have this 
choice, whether to hide behind 
this or that. I'm talking about 
Norman's privilege, that even in 
a moment of despair he is • -dU· 
ing in a privileged manner .... 
It's like saying "I won't go to 
jail in Alabama, I'll go to jail in 
\Vest Newport." 
Fittingly, however, the entire 
episode-which did indeed include 
some time in Bellevue-failed to 
put even a dent in Mailer's career; 
on the contrary, it helped to solid-
ify his reputation as a fearless ex-
plorer of the self. Yet from the 
vantage point of today it must be 
said that as his sense of himself as 
a public figure grew stronger, his 
understanding of himself seems to 
have grown ever fainter. Although 
many in this book speak of his cour-
age, perhaps the most important 
act of courage, that of genuine self-
discovery, seems to have remained 
beyond him, and the various auto-
biographical reflections gathered in 
such works as Advertisements for 
Myself, Cannibals a.nd Christians, 
and so forth, while full of self-reve-
lation, appear devoid of self-insight. 
Even his famous autobiographical 
style, in which he speaks of himself, 
dissociatedly, in the third person, 
tends to feed this escape from self-
conf-ontation. 
IT SHOULD thus scarcely have been 
surprising that some two decades 
after he stabbed his wife Mailer 
found himself involved in another, 
oddly similar, legal and moral im-
broglio. For some time since the 
late iO's he had been in corre-
spondence with a prisoner named 
Jack Henry Abbott who had spent 
twenty-five of his thirty-seven years 
behind bars, in part for having 
killed a man. Thanks largely to 
a letter written by Mailer attesting 
to the prisoner's literary talent, 
Abbott was set free on parole de-
spite psychiatrists' warnings about 
his tendency to violence. During 
Abbott's first weeks out of prison, 
he lived in a halfway house on the 
Bowery-in his words, "the most 
violent and bombed out area in 
New York City." But his life was 
not confined to the Bowery; a book 
of his prison memoirs, The Belly 
of the Beast, was published to great 
-, 
acclaim, and he was a fr ' 
guest at the Mailer home i~q~ , 
York and at least once in Pr : '°' 
1
, 
H 0\'lllQ town. e was, however, also 
. h ·1 gr-mg more ost1 e and restive 
1 
• be·· n ·rr ... -
·· • Y a .n1fe ~' 
night outside a Greenwich \;ii~ I 
restaurant, he plunged it · 
the heart of a twenty-two-ve i-. 
d R . . ar-aw mar_i . name 1chard Adan-. 
asp1~mg d actor k ~nd playwrighi, t 
ne~ yw~ h':orf 1hng part-time ~ 1 
waiter m 1s at er-in-law's resu. 
rant. Adan's last words were "Y 
didn't have to kill me." ' " 
The detective assigned 10 tlrt 
case, William Majeski, had "sett 
lot of bodies," but he found that • 
this was different. AlthOll!lb 
Adan was twenty-two, he iooket 
younger, and his face, the expra. 
sion, was angelic. Also there "• 
a tremendous amount of blOQL 
The knife had gone to the hean, 
and apparently just about e., 
drop of blood in his body bat 
been pumped out. There was Ii. 
erally a pool going from the bod, 
across the sidewalk to the Clift 
and out into the gutter. 
Claims by Abbott that Adan 
intended him harm turned out 
be quite false; as this book 
clear, Abbott was filtering 
through a prison paranoia. In 
according to Abbott's lawyer I 
Fisher, Mailer himself said to 
bott over the phone, "Look, I 
care what you say, you killed a 
cent guy. You keep talking a , 
what a crazy he was, but I checW-
him out. That kid was sweet a 
hell. Admit you did a lousy · 
admit you're gonna have to pay 
it .... Stop lying to yourself." 
Perhaps a little like Vol · 
however, who reportedly refwed 
discuss his free moral views at 
dinner table lest his servants 
hear and rob him, Mailer s 
one way to Abbott in private 
in public his story was dill 
relying heavily on the principk 
literary extenuation. "Cultwt 
worth a little risk," he asserted, 
ing, 'Tm willing to gamble will 
portion of society to save this 
talent." Nor did he neglect to 
tion the extenuating circums 
springing out of America's 
cist" heart-an idee fixe for 
-in particular the prison 
tions Abbott had suffered and . 
' . 
)! 
"ral the "violence" of our state 
·rll• ~ J our institutions. 
Jll d'd . h \lailer 1 issue enoug state-
. ·nts of self-blame-if none of 
·"1 ;hame-to satisfy a number of ~·. ,1dmirers, from Liz Smith to 
:.,vrl(e Plimpton. Others among 
. , erstwhile supporters had fallen 
;..1' orer the years, in varying de-
··"t' of disgust and disagreement, 
'.:1 the . .\bbott episode merely con-
:·::·:·icd their more sober view. Dis-
.... !>1ngly, however, some still seem 
ii
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii • . :~~ht in the Mailer mystique. 
1~u;. Irving Howe's remark on the 
-years~ 
ilures 
ue 
~e regular 
·rice! And 
; :iott affair-".lvly guess is that I 
... i!dn't think Abbott's as talented 
I . \orman does, but it's not crimi-w make a mistake"-almost ,c; it sound as if Mailer's 
.lie here were one of literary 
. :~ment. 
\• .111other point, Howe castigates 
.,. If for not having fought with 
· .. :rr over the storekeeper pas-
~:c in "The White Negro" (first 
. ;1:1;hed in Howe's magazine Dis-
> -actually, this is not the 
;r " celebratory passage on vio-
c.le in the essay-and wonders 
.Ill. "Would he still defend that 
, .. :,nee about the eighteen-year-
:- 'daring the unknown' by mur-
sary issue. :en~ a fifty-year-old storekeeper? 
• • it seems to me crucia>L That's 
.·:re it begins, you see." Similarly, 
IPTIO!\S, 
uding tht· 
rt subscrip-
15 cost just 
1oliday gilt 
ran entirl' 
lay card in 
return tht· 
nd 
w. 
:1.1 Trilling muses, "\Vhat are 
.. :!lowed to get away with by 
:ng it literature rather than life? 
' . \orman's hipster, his 'White 
Negro,' entirely a figure of speech? 
I'm not at all sure, and I don't 
think Norman himself has quite 
figured that one out either." 
WHY do Howe and Mrs. Trilling 
still trouble themselves over this 
issue? It would seem that more 
than enough evidence has accumu-
lated to show that Norman Mailer 
has trafficked in ideas that are evil, 
and that have borne fruit after 
their own kind. Too, Mailer has 
had ample opportunity to repudi-
ate "that sentence" and others like 
it; the fact that he has not done 
so hardly entitles him to the con-
tinuing benefit of the doubt. It 
would seem to suggest not that he 
isn't "sure," or that he hasn't "quite 
figured that one out," but that he 
is, and that he has. 
Mrs. Trilling's perseverance seems 
especially baffling since she emphat-
ically observes of the infamous 
sentence that it was "bad writing 
because it was bad thinking be-
cause it was bad being." But she was 
apparently impressed with Mailer's 
behavior on the Dick Cavett show 
during the Abbott affair, feeling 
that he had come a long way from 
his "hipster" days. (A transcript of 
the interview reveals that despite 
obligatory breast-beating, Mailer 
withdrew nothing and in fact re-
iterated his views on individual 
violence being in many ways a 
natural response to the "violence 
of the state.") Mr. Trilling's words 
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close this book; in them she terms 
..\Jailer "the best writing artist of 
our time" and expresses encourage-
ment for his "excursions into dissi-
dence." Although she is careful to 
call for balance-"My superego 
friends could use the correction in 
Norman just as Norman needed 
the principle of control which they 
might teach him"-her position de-
pressingly suggests that nothing at 
all has been learned since the 50's . 
One of the women recorded in 
this book reveals a great deal about 
Mailer's life and times when she 
remarks: "We were all terribly 
Scott Fitzgeraldish, very dramatic 
and romantic . . . havmg high 
times. It didn't occur to me that 
anybody was really going off the 
wall." Yet Fitzgerald saw through 
his own boozy romantic destruc-
tiveness, while Mailer seems less to 
resemble Fitzgerald than he does 
one of Fitzgerald's fictional charac-
ters, the ones who break and smash 
things and then retreat unreftec-
tingly back into money and priv-
ilege. To Jack Henry Abbott, after 
the Adan stabbing, Mailer confided 
that he had felt the same "com-
pulsion of fate" when he stabbed 
his wife Adele, "that it was irre-
versible, the logic of events" (in 
Abbott's words). This, presumably, 
is the same logic according to which 
playing with fire means that some-
one will get burned. Yes, ideas do 
matter. Even, or perhaps especially, 
bad ones. 
